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Abstract
Purpose: The global forced migration crisis calls for responsive, research-supported social services. This systematic review
examines available research on social service programs implemented with refugees worldwide. Methods: Through accessing
academic databases, reviewing article reference lists and websites, and contacting experts, we identified 1,402 sources, 68 of
which met review inclusion criteria and were selected for analysis. Results: Studies were conducted primarily in high-income
countries (n ¼ 57). Programs examined were related to general adaptation (n ¼ 13), relationships (n ¼ 20), financial and
employment support (n ¼ 15), or a specific area such as sport or gardening (n ¼ 20). Few studies used pre–post (n ¼ 6) or
experimental designs (n ¼ 1), and in a majority of studies, the theory underlying the intervention was not specified (n ¼ 41).
Discussion: Additional research is needed to better understand social service programming with refugees, particularly in
understudied contexts.
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A variety of social services are provided to refugees while in

countries of first asylum and after permanent resettlement. In

recent years, unprecedented numbers of people have left their

homes and countries due to persecution or fear of persecution.

Neighboring countries most often provide relief and aid,

although rarely granting full rights and protection or permanent

resident status. Permanent resettlement to a third country has

been a solution for a fraction of those who have been displaced,

and many more have sought asylum and legal permanent resi-

dence, particularly in Europe. Within this context of the unpre-

cedented and growing number of refugees worldwide, attention

toward long-term, durable solutions are needed. As forced

migrants seek solutions and relief, aiding countries respond

with diverse policies and programs. Organizations including

the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees

(UNHCR), government, nonprofit, and mutual assistance orga-

nizations provide services based on their mandates, needs iden-

tified, funding, and respective government policies.

The term “social services” as used in this article is broadly

defined by both what it includes and what it excludes. Programs

of interest included those that aid refugees in adjusting to their

country of asylum or permanent residence, often centering on

case management, providing direct assistance, or community

building services. We sought to examine programs or interven-

tions that promote refugees’ well-being but are not specifically

focused on health or mental health. As social services often

comprise a significant component of assistance for forced

migrants, such service models need to be evaluated with atten-

tion to service outcomes, methods, and effectiveness.

Background

Before describing available research on social services, a fur-

ther note on current resettlement and asylum realities world-

wide is needed. Over 68 million people are currently displaced,

including 25.4 million who have been designated by UNHCR

as qualifying for refugee status (UNHCR, 2018a). The majority

(85%) of displaced persons are being hosted in developing

countries, with Turkey, Uganda, Pakistan, Lebanon, and Iran

hosting the largest numbers of refugees in 2018 (UNHCR,

2018a). Opportunities for asylum and resettlement have

decreased since 2016 as countries have acted to limit immigra-

tion (Connor & Krogstad, 2018; Kerwin, 2018; Konle-Seidl,

2018). In the European Union, asylum applications have

dropped by nearly half from over 1.3 million in 2015 to 0.7

million in 2017 (UNHCR & Eurostat, 2018) and continue to

decline in 2018 (Eurostat, 2018a). The United States has tradi-

tionally provided the largest number of yearly resettlement

opportunities (UNHCR, 2018b), with over 84,000 people

accessing resettlement in fiscal year (FY) 2016 and over

26,000 receiving asylum in FY2015 (Zong & Batalova,

2017). Recent U.S. executive orders have led to major
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reductions in this number, and it appears likely that 20,000 or

fewer refugees will be accepted in FY2018 (Amos, 2018; Con-

nor & Krogstad, 2018). Other countries providing the highest

number of permanent resettlement opportunities to refugees

include Canada, United Kingdom, Australia, and Sweden

(UNHCR, 2018b).

Services for migrants vary based on locality. UNHCR is the

primary organization coordinating emergency response ser-

vices for refugee communities, providing core relief items and

shelter, including food and sanitation services, to people in

over 50 countries in 2017. The organization also implements

health, violence prevention, and cash transfer programs

(UNHCR, 2018c). In the primary destination countries of Ger-

many, Austria, and Sweden, asylum seekers can receive gov-

ernmental reception assistance including accommodation

support. After receiving asylum, services in Germany include

needs-based income assistance for job seekers (Konle-Seidl,

2018). In Sweden, 2-year individual integration plans center

on language, civic integration, and job preparation, including

financial support throughout (Konle-Seidl, 2018). In the United

States, basic supports are provided to refugees and those

granted asylum for the first 8 months following arrival, after

which some additional programs are available (U.S. Depart-

ment of Health & Human Services, 2016). In Canada, refugees

receive income and essential supports for up to 1 year through

government support or private sponsorship (Government of

Canada, 2017). Refugees in Australia receive intensive settle-

ment assistance including case management for up to 18

months, followed by specialized services for up to 5 years

(Australian Government, 2018).

Despite the wide array of social services for refugees, there

is limited research evaluating service methods and program

outcomes (Beirens & Fratzke, 2017; Asgary, Emery, & Wong,

2013). Much of the academic research published focuses on

physical health services (Ehiri et al., 2014; Hadgkiss &

Renzaho, 2014) including sanitation (Cronin et al., 2008),

maternal health (Almeida, Caldas, Ayres-de-Campos,

Salcedo-Barrientos, & Dias, 2013), tuberculosis (Arshad,

Bavan, Gajari, Paget, & Baussano, 2009; Greenaway et al.,

2011), oral health (Woodland, Burgner, Paxton, & Zwi,

2010), and nutrition (Wang, Min, Harris, Khuri, & Anderson,

2016). Research on mental health services is prolific, with a

number of reviews summarizing findings on mental health–

focused interventions among refugees (Anders & Christiansen,

2016; Lambert, 2015; Murray, Davidson, & Schweitzer, 2010;

Nocon, Eberle-Sejari, Unterhitzenberger, Rosner, 2017; Nosè

et al., 2017; Palic & Elklit, 2011; Turrini et al., 2017; van Wyk

& Schweitzer, 2014; Williams & Thompson, 2011). Although

attention to health and mental health is critical, there is less

research examining social services generally, which may sup-

plement or connect people to health and mental health services

or may address other critical individual, family, and commu-

nity needs.

Some large-scale data examine refugees’ experiences over

time, although research evaluating social service program out-

comes is limited (Beirens & Fratzke, 2017). In Germany,

research conducted with 4,500 refugees by the Institute for

Employment Research, the Research Center of the Federal

Office for Migration and Refugees, and the Socio-Economic

Panel at the DIW Berlin (German Institute for Economic

Research) suggests integration-related supports are associated

with improved outcomes (Brücker & Trübswetter, 2016;

Konle-Seidl, 2018). The U.S. government Office of Refugee

Resettlement annually samples refugees who arrived in the

previous 5 years, collecting data regarding approximately

4,600 individuals in 2015 (U.S. Department of Health and

Human Services, 2015). Their research suggests that a number

of programs (Matching Grant, Microenterprise Development

programs, and Individual Development Account programs)

contribute to self-sufficiency as well as overall economic

growth. Employment or economic self-sufficiency and lan-

guage skills are considered key outcomes in Europe and the

United States (Konle-Seidl, 2018; U.S. Department of Health

and Human Services, 2015). Research conducted by UNHCR

points to the effectiveness of cash transfer programs, empha-

sizing access to health services (UNHCR, 2015).

Another body of research critically examines refugees’

social service provision. Service organizations may overem-

phasize trauma, to the detriment of newly resettling commu-

nities (Westoby & Ingamells, 2009). While seeking outcomes

such as empowerment and biculturalism, service providers may

reproduce gender and racial subordination through adherence

to strict program mandates (Nawyn, 2010). Additionally, orga-

nizations may promote refugee narratives or identities that

inadvertently isolate or limit opportunities (McKinnon, 2008;

Tomlinson & Egan, 2002). Other research suggests resettle-

ment agency’s effectiveness may be limited by fluctuating

funding (Darrow, 2015). While this research points to impor-

tant concerns related to service provision, it does not measure

program outcomes for service recipients.

The aim of this systematic review is to address the gap in the

literature on refugees’ social service programming. We ana-

lyzed available research that evaluates specific social service

programs, describing study sample, location, methods, theory,

intervention type, outcomes examined, and findings regarding

program efficacy. Drawing from this analysis, we discuss rel-

evant findings for social service practice with forced migrants.

Method

Preferred reporting items for systematic reviews and meta-

analyses (2015) guidelines were used to conduct the review.

The following academic databases were searched through Feb-

ruary 2018, with no beginning date limit: Cochrane Reviews,

Pubmed, Web of Science, and EBSCO (PsychInfo, MEDLINE,

Academic Search Premier, and Social Work Abstracts). Search

terms included “refugee” and “outcome” and a program-related

term such as case management, casework, community based,

intervention, program, evaluation, or clinical trial. A total of

1,305 sources were identified through academic search

engines. To identify additional sources and evaluative reports

not published in academic journals, we searched selected
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article reference lists and contacted experts in the field. These

search strategies yielded another 97 sources which were

included in full text review.

Of a total of 1,402 sources, 1,017 remained after excluding

duplicates. Of these, 163 were identified as meeting inclusion

criteria and selected for full text review. For inclusion, sources

met the following criteria: (1) included refugee participants (or

forced migrants, asylum seekers, or internally displaced per-

sons), (2) reported participant data, and (3) examined client

outcomes of a social service program. Qualitative or quantita-

tive methods for evaluation were included. Studies were

excluded if they examined only medical or mental health ser-

vices, educational or parenting services, or employment train-

ing programs. Additionally, sources that examined the

experiences of people affected by conflict but who had not been

physically displaced, or people who were displaced due to

natural disasters, were excluded.

Of the 163 sources selected for full text review, 95 addi-

tional sources were excluded for not meeting inclusion criteria.

Of these, most did not report program outcomes (n ¼ 45),

focused solely on health or mental health (n ¼ 24), or

were not specific to refugees or forced migrants (n ¼ 15; see

Figure 1). After this final review, 68 records were included in

the study synthesis.

Findings

Of the 68 studies examined in the synthesis, 47 were peer-

reviewed articles and 16 were available online in agency or

government reports. Additionally, four were dissertations and

one was published in an edited volume. Most studies were

published recently, including 41 since 2010 and 19 from

2000 to 2009, following 5 in the 1990s and 3 in the 1980s.

The studies identified examined varying types of social ser-

vices ranging from programs that focused on providing general

financial or social assistance to programs that tailored support

to a specific area of a participant’s life such as housing, food, or

music. A number of programs also emphasized relationships

Records iden�fied through
database searching

(n = 1,305)

Full-text sources assessed for
eligibility
(n = 163)

Studies included in synthesis
(n = 68)

Addi�onal records iden�fied
through internet search, expert
referral, and reviewing selected

ar�cle reference lists
(n = 97)

Records a�er duplicates
removed

(n = 1,017)

Records excluded
(n = 854)

Full text sources excluded, with reasons
Does not report program outcomes (n = 45)

Mental health/health focus (n = 24)
Not specific to refugees (n = 15)

Employment training focus (n = 5)
Online source not available (n = 4)

Educa�on focus (n = 1)
Not in English (n = 1)

Records screened
(n = 1,017)

Figure 1. Preferred reporting items for systematic reviews and meta-analyses chart.
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between peers or between newcomers and members of the host

community. Thirteen studies were categorized as examining

interventions that promoted general adaptation, including four

that examined case management or resettlement programs,

three related to cultural orientation programs, two others that

described capacity building or awareness-raising training pro-

grams, and four others that provided outreach and networking,

a service center, asylum assistance, or discussion of needs (see

Table 1). Twenty studies examined the effects of programs that

included relationships between refugees and others including

mentoring or friendship programs (n¼ 9), peer support (n¼ 3),

and sponsorship (n ¼ 8), which often involved financial sup-

port (see Table 2). Fifteen programs focused on refugees’

financial situations through interventions such as employment

and financial support (n ¼ 8), resettlement programs that

included cash assistance (n ¼ 3), small business support (n ¼
3), and community economic development (n ¼ 1). A number

of these financially focused programs also included a sociali-

zation or English language component as well as an assigned

case manager or employment counselor (see Table 3). The

remaining 20 programs focused on another specific area such

as housing (n ¼ 2), legal support (n ¼ 1), violence (n ¼ 1),

recreation (n¼ 1), art (n¼ 1), music and dance (n¼ 4), sharing

stories (n¼ 1), gardening or farming (n¼ 4), and sports (n¼ 5;

see Table 4). This list of services provides a sense of what

programs are available to refugees, specifically those that have

been evaluated and published, beyond the excluded categories

of medical, mental health, educational, parenting, and employ-

ment training programs.

The majority of social service programs were conducted in

countries of permanent resettlement or asylum. Thirty-six stud-

ies were conducted in North America including 26 in the

United States and 10 in Canada. Eleven studies were conducted

in Australia, as were eight in Western Europe, including four in

the United Kingdom, two in Sweden, one in the Netherlands,

and one in Italy and the Netherlands. The five studies con-

ducted in the Middle East were implemented in Syria (n ¼
2), Lebanon, Jordan, or both Jordan and Lebanon. Of the four

studies conducted in Africa, three were conducted in Kenya

while one was in Uganda. Of the four other studies, one was

located in Korea, one in New Zealand, one in multiple regions

(Ethiopia, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and Pakistan),

and in one study, the location was not specified.

Program participants originated predominantly from Asia,

Africa, or the Middle East. Most studies (n ¼ 34) included

participants from multiple countries of origin. Ten studies

implemented programs with participants from Asian countries,

while six were implemented specifically with people from

Africa and five with people from the Middle East. Four studies

were conducted with people from Eastern Europe, and in nine

studies, the national origin of participants was not specified.

Most studies included adults, although seven included only

women and one included only men. Additionally, seven studies

included children, with three of these only sampling children.

One program was conducted with lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans-

gender, and intersex participants.

The number of participants included in the studies examined

varied alongside the type of program examined and the evalua-

tive methods used. Fifteen studies had relatively small samples,

with less than 30 participants. The largest group of studies

included 30–999 participants (n ¼ 24), while 16 studies

included more than 1,000 participants. In 13 of the studies,

sample size was not described.

Qualitative or mixed methods were most commonly used to

evaluate programs, although some studies used quantitative

measures or experimental designs. Twenty-seven studies used

qualitative methods only to evaluate the effects of the social

service program, while 17 used both qualitative and quantita-

tive assessment of program outcomes. Seven studies used

quantitative measures such as surveys or questionnaires to

assess program outcomes. Twelve studies used quantitative

measures longitudinally including seven that utilized a pre–

post assessment. Two of the studies using pre–post assessment

also utilized a control group or a randomized design, and two

also included qualitative assessment measures. In the case of

five studies, the method of analysis was not specified. While

most studies collected participant data directly, seven studies

utilized secondary data to assess program outcomes.

We utilized Critial Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP)

checklists (CASP, 2018) to examine the level of rigor across

study methods. Of the 27 qualitative studies, 6 demonstrate

high quality according to the CASP evaluative tool for quali-

tative research, meeting at least 9 of the CASP evaluative tool’s

10 criteria. The remaining 21 partially met CASP criteria, pri-

marily due to a lack of explanations for their use of qualitative

methodology, a lack of ethical consideration, inadequate atten-

tion to the relationship between researcher and participants,

and inadequate explanation of recruitment strategies. Of stud-

ies that included quantitative methods, the one randomized

controlled trial (Stark et al., 2018) and one case control study

(Månsson & Delander, 2017) were of high quality in accor-

dance with their respective CASP checklists. Other quantitative

studies lacked a control condition.

Most social service program assessments were not described

as being guided by theory. Of the 68 studies examined, 41 did

not describe a theoretical foundation. Of the remaining studies,

the theory most commonly utilized related to integration or

acculturation (n ¼ 8). Six studies utilized theories related to

social support or social capital. Also, two studies each drew

from theories related to empowerment, systems, or research

approaches. The other seven theories cited included dialogical

relationship building, coherence, economic adaptation, social

construction and anti-racism, community coalition action the-

ory, empathy, and a theory of change.

Most studies described programs as addressing multiple out-

comes. The types of outcomes described centered around finan-

cial well-being, social well-being, and integration, and many

studies included outcomes in multiple categories. The most

commonly measured outcomes related to financial well-

being, described in 27 studies, with indicators related to

employment status, income, and self-sufficiency. Eighteen

studies examined social well-being resulting from programs
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implemented, with specific outcomes relating to social support,

isolation, social interaction, connections, and relationships.

Seven studies described well-being as an outcome of interest,

and 10 looked at integration or related concepts such as cultural

connections and acculturation. Six studies examined partici-

pant satisfaction. Three studies examined access to services

as an outcome. Other outcomes of interest related to education

and language (n ¼ 3), skills (n ¼ 2), knowledge (n ¼ 5), and

health or mental health (n ¼ 4).

The majority of studies (n ¼ 44) reported generally positive

results, while 19 reported mixed findings (some positive and

some negative results, or some programs as more effective than

others) and 4 reported negative results. In the case of one study,

results were described as challenging to measure or unclear.

Studies tended to highlight positive results regardless of the

program category examined. This may be related to the posi-

tivity bias in research, where positive findings are more likely

to be published (Callaham, Wears, Weber, Barton, & Young,

1998; Emerson et al., 2010). Of the 13 studies examining gen-

eral adaptation programs, 11 identified primarily positive

results, whereas 1 identified mixed and another identified neg-

ative results. Of the 20 studies examining relationship-focused

programs, 9 were positive, 5 compared types of sponsorship

and pointed to positive results of private sponsorship, 4 were

mixed, and 2 were negative. Of the 15 financial and employ-

ment programs, 12 noted positive results, 2 described that

results were difficult to measure but went on to mention some

positive results such as improved access, and the third men-

tioned children benefited but did not give further description of

client level outcomes. Of the 20 specific support programs, 14

described positive results, 1 had negative results, and 4 had

mixed results. The last study described adaptation that occurred

in relation to participation but did not emphasize whether this

result was positive or negative. These results suggest that avail-

able research on each program category tends to be positive,

with an insufficient number of studies to suggest one category

may have better or worse results than another.

Examining results across study design also suggested that

regardless of approach, reported results tend to be positive. Of

the 27 studies that included only qualitative methods, 19

described positive results, 5 described mixed results, and 3

studies were less clear, emphasizing some adaptation or access.

Of the 17 studies that included both qualitative and quantitative

methods, 9 reported positive results, 3 described how outcomes

varied by program, emphasizing some positive results, 3

reported mixed results, 1 had negative results, and 1 reported

results were challenging to measure. All of the five studies

where methods were not specified reported positive results.

Of the remaining 19 programs, all which specified including

only quantitative methods, 14 presented positive results, 1

compared programs emphasizing positive findings, 1 found

mixed results, and 3 found negative results. While qualitative,

quantitative, and mixed methods identified primarily positive

but some mixed or negative results, the five studies that did not

give a detailed methodological description reported positive

results, perhaps again pointing to the tendency to seek to share

positive findings (Emerson et al., 2010).

Discussion and Applications to Practice

This review highlights strengths and weaknesses of research

examining social service programs designed to serve refugees

and asylum seekers. A wide variety of programs have been

examined among diverse samples across the world, and a

growing number of studies have been published in the past

8 years, when compared to preceding decades. Most programs

demonstrate success, and programs tend to seek common out-

comes including financial and social well-being as well as

integration. The most pressing weakness regarding this body

of research is the limited number of studies available. Also of

concern is the low level of rigor in evaluative approaches

utilized across studies.

While social service programming among refugee commu-

nities is ubiquitous, few published studies are available.

Furthermore, most of the studies available describe programs

implemented in Western regions, where a small minority of

forced migrants reside. By far, the majority of refugees live

in countries of first asylum, where social service programming

may be limited. Programmatic focus in refugee camp and urban

refugee settings is often on basic needs and legal rights. Forced

migrants in these settings are often transient, potentially diffi-

cult to access, and may have diverse needs and circumstances.

In sum, there are barriers to conducting research in these set-

tings, which may also be less accessible to researchers. But tens

of millions of people remain entrenched in refugee camp or

urban settings. Most wait years while seeking opportunities for

repatriation, permanent integration in host communities, asy-

lum, or resettlement. While multilateral, governmental, nongo-

vernmental, and religious organizations provide various social

services, attention to evaluating such services is necessary.

Despite the difficulties in conducting research on social

service programming among refugee populations, additional

rigor is needed to better understand the program effectiveness.

Qualitative assessment, utilized in the majority of studies

examined, gives a useful sense of program strengths and weak-

nesses through observation and participant feedback. But with

small samples and limited reporting on specific outcomes, our

understanding of program effectiveness and broader applicabil-

ity is limited. Additional development of standardized outcome

measures and studies using experimental designs is needed.

Interestingly, the one randomized controlled trial included in

our synthesis, an assessment of an empowerment program for

adolescent girls with a large sample in three countries, was one

of the few studies that reported a negative outcome; the pro-

gram did not demonstrate a significant effect on economic and

educational outcomes of interest (Stark et al., 2018). Additional

reporting of negative or null findings would be useful. Such

research allows programs to adapt and shift to ensure effective

use of participant and agency time and resources.

In addition, particular attention is needed toward understu-

died populations, at-risk groups, and cross-cultural application.
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The majority of studies examined in the synthesis were con-

ducted with people from multiple countries, and many

described differences in program implementation or study find-

ings by gender, national origin, age, or other key characteris-

tics. Attention to the unique experiences of program recipients,

such as duration of time since resettlement or displacement,

and description of how programs are adapted across cultures

should remain a central component of conducting and reporting

service related research. Few studies were conducted with chil-

dren or youth, and only one brief description of a project with

lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender refugees was identified.

Additional research is particularly needed regarding social ser-

vice programming for vulnerable groups. Attention toward

inclusion across gender, age, and diversity with attention to

children and youth, older persons, people with disabilities, les-

bian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and intersex persons, as well

as minorities and indigenous people is increasing, with efforts

to assess needs and construct inclusive services and policies

(UNHCR, 2016, 2017). Additionally, few studies were con-

ducted specifically with men. Although they may not be con-

sidered as vulnerable, men comprise a majority of refugees or

asylum seekers in some locations (Eurostat, 2018b) and may

benefit from tailored, research-supported programs.

Particular challenges in researching social service programs,

related to scope and outcomes, are worth noting. Broad social,

case management, and resettlement programs are difficult to

research because of their wide reach, long or varying duration,

individualized nature, and multitude of outcomes. Funding

is often limited and may change based on arrival numbers

(Darrow, 2015), with little or no funding for evaluation or

research. These programs often occur alongside the general

adjustment or adaptation period, where identifying intervention

effects can be difficult and randomly assigning participants to

delayed or no treatment may be unethical. In contrast, pro-

grams tailored to a specific aspect of need, such as mental

health trauma, can be more easily standardized (e.g., into a

treatment that involves a limited number of sessions addressing

specific content) and implemented, whereupon changes in dis-

crete standardized outcomes can be examined. A recent sys-

tematic review and meta-analysis identified 12 randomized

controlled trials examining psychosocial interventions treating

post-traumatic stress disorder among refugees and asylum see-

kers in high-income countries (Nosè et al., 2017). Despite chal-

lenges, researchers and practitioners can find ways to utilize

quasi-experimental designs or statistical techniques to examine

the effects of social service programming over time as well as

collaborate to understand key outcomes that such programs are

striving to reach. While employment status and self-sufficiency

are relatively clear indicators, further examination of financial

well-being as defined by program participants may be useful.

Additionally, measures and definitions of concepts such as

integration and acculturation are needed. For example, in the

studies reviewed, integration was interpreted in a variety of

ways, predominantly qualitatively, including cultural connec-

tions, openness to the outer world, or measures such as the

Vancouver Index of Acculturation (Shah, 2002). Agreement

on the meaning of concepts such as integration and social

support and further development and testing of standardized

measures are needed, to aid practitioners both in understanding

client experiences and comparing program outcomes.

When considering appropriate program outcomes to strive

for and test, attention to theory is crucial. Many of the studies

examined in this synthesis reported programmatic findings

without citing or exploring theoretical underpinnings. Theories

related to acculturation, empowerment, and social support will

continue to be key building blocks. But additional theoretical

work is needed that can help practitioners and researchers

understand the current migration crisis and the ways in which

social service programming can assist people responding to

loss, vulnerability, and change.

Increasing evaluative research would benefit practitioners

as well as guide policy (Beirens & Fratzke, 2017). The value

of research as a guide to practice has become increasingly

central to practitioners in fields such as social work (National

Association of Social Workers, 2018). Many organizations that

chiefly provide services are increasing their capacity to conduct

research independently and collaboratively (e.g., see Interna-

tional Rescue Committee, 2018). In addition to growing practi-

tioner interest in research-supported or evidence-based

practice, demonstrating program outcomes is an increasingly

important component of program funding. Social service pro-

grams for forced migrants in camps, cities, and countries of

permanent asylum or resettlement vary widely, as do assess-

ment methods utilized (Majka, 1991), and differences are based

on interests and priorities. For example, as described above,

resettlement assistance varies across European countries but

tends to be more substantial and of longer duration than that

provided in the United States (Konle-Seidl, 2018; U.S. Depart-

ment of Health & Human Services, 2016). Although differ-

ences in context may limit comparability, additional research

on the effects of resettlement programs would be highly useful

to advocates and policy makers striving to fund and develop

programs designed to achieve particular outcomes such as

financial independence, social cohesion, integration, and

well-being. Policy makers and service providers can seek to

utilize available research and build in evaluation as a compo-

nent of newly designed programs.

This systematic review was limited by our inability to

include sources published in languages other than English. The

search criteria and academic search engines used may have

failed to include relevant publications. Additionally, the refer-

ence review and connection to experts produced a limited num-

ber of sources, and we likely failed to identify unpublished

documents reporting program findings. Some of the programs

identified in online documents and reports were brief, with

limited information regarding program implementation and

no discussion of ethics review. This points to another finding

of the present review that brief descriptions of program find-

ings need to be supplemented with sufficient detail such that

programs could be replicated and further tested. Additional

venues for concise but thorough reporting of program findings,
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such as accessible practitioner journals or platforms for sharing

resources online, are needed.

This review broadly highlights the state of research avail-

able on casework and community services for refugee commu-

nities worldwide. Scientific knowledge regarding the

effectiveness of social service programming with refugees is

limited. Social service interventions with refugees are varied,

but few studies have been conducted with methodological

rigor. Efforts to conduct and publish more evaluative research,

particularly in settings where most refugees reside, such as

countries of first asylum, are needed. Additionally, enhanced

examination of difficult-to-study resettlement programs are

needed, including attention to cultural differences and among

diverse populations. Stronger networks for practitioners and

researchers and examining service provision are needed. As

the number of forcibly displaced persons continues to rise,

supportive programming will inevitably and importantly fol-

low. Research that examines these programs is essential to the

effort to secure durable solutions for refugees worldwide.

The current forced migration crisis is unprecedented

(UNHCR, 2018a). In response to this global challenge, many

countries are restricting immigration, seeing refugees as a bur-

den or a threat (Kerwin, 2018; Konle-Seidl, 2018). The current

investment in social service provision to refugees, as well as

evaluative research examining the effectiveness of such pro-

grams, is grossly insufficient. Additional attention is needed on

the part of practitioners, researchers, policy makers, and com-

munity leaders to seek opportunities and support for expanding

responsive programming. Social work and related profession-

als can utilize available research when building programs that

address adaptation, relationships, economic self-sufficiency,

and other specific types of programming among refugee com-

munities. Service organizations and funders can promote the

importance of evaluation alongside program implementation.

Researchers can assist with the development of relevant out-

come measures and incorporation of research methods that

demonstrate causation or how particular outcomes are reached.

Advocates across the social work profession are needed to seek

to expand opportunities and resources for refugees both within

countries of first migration and in countries of permanent

resettlement.
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